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Abstract: Culture has often considered as one of the key 
determinant factor while considering the consumer 
behaviour. Cultural plays a major role in the marginal 
markets. Over 60% of the world’s population lives at the 
margins. The ethnic target group behaviour, attitudes, 
values, consumption and reception behaviour are key in 
business success and there should be separate approach 
to study them.  
Ethno-Marketing is a study of human emotions and the 
culture in subsistence or marginal markets. It helps to 
pick the cultural nuances of the market and allow us to 
capture cultural differentiators. It lays the foundation of 
cultural dimension to analyse consumers from a cultural 
lens such that organizations can take appropriate 
decisions.  
Ethno-market has a synchronous relationship with 
phenomenology as both of them study the contextual life 
world and are concerned with capturing emotions and 
experiences of individuals.  
The following paper reveals some important concepts 
and principles of ethno-marketing and its relationship 
with phenomenology. 
Keywords:  Ethno marketing, Phenomenology, 
marketing, culture, marketing research 
Introduction 
Marginal markets may be defined as the base of the 
pyramid markets as argued by Prahalad and are 
characterized by the existence of poverty, weak or 
no infrastructure and environmental uncertainty. 
Culture plays a significant role in the marginal 
markets. It has been considered as one of the main 
determinant factor when measuring the consumer 
behaviour in marginal markets.  
Ethno-marketing is a philosophy and is the study of 
human emotions and the culture in subsistence 
markets or marginal markets. It is the culture that 
shapes contemporary businesses in the marginal 
markets. While social studies are replete with 
various research methodologies to study culture, 
ethno-marketing has emerged as a dominant 
methodology in the recent times to explain how 
consumers behave in a rapidly developing dynamic 
market place. As Schein (1984) argues, ethno-
marketing lays the foundation of cultural dimension 
to analyse consumers from a cultural lens such that 
organizations take appropriate decisions keeping in 
the background market dynamics in which they 
operate. The influence of culture on relationships 
between service providers, consumers, government, 
supply chain intermediaries, employees and other 
stakeholders can be strongly explained by the 
deployment of ethno-marketing techniques 
(Paramo, 2005).  
Here, I attempt at highlighting the basic 
foundations of the concept of ethno-marketing and 
will discuss the core methodological strengths it 
has to offer. Also, I will make a brief attempt at 
explaining how ethno-marketing widens our 
thinking around the concept co-creation and 
therefore broadens our understanding of how co-
creation pans out in the subsistence market 
landscape.  
As Paramo (2005) suggests, ethno-marketing 
within the context of this study is relevant to 
understand the subsistence markets’ cultural 
nuances given that the culture is very unique to the 
given market. From extant literature it can be safely 
said that cultural dimensions exhibited by 
stakeholders in a certain geographical market 
demonstrate a lot of similarity and therefore one 
can assume that cultural practices within the 
geographical market are somewhat homogeneous 
in nature. Ethno-marketing helps us pick these 
homogeneous traits and amplify them in ways 
conducive for investigation in a study of this 
nature. Marketers have for long tried to identify 
how similar cultural practices have embedded 
differentiators in them that allow for putting 
together different marketing strategies for each 
such market. Ethno-marketing therefore helps us 
pick the subtle cultural nuances of the market and 
allow us to capture robust cultural differentiators 
that make the study more interesting and strong. It 
is therefore important that the cultural 
underpinnings of the various consumer and service 
provider actions are carefully analysed to 
understand the true way in which the markets 
operate.  
As Venkatesh (1995) argues the basic tenet of 
ethno-marketing methodology is in understanding 
consumption from the perspective of the social and 
cultural group that is a primary stakeholder in the 
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study. So as is understood eminently, the firm 
service provider and the consumer in subsistence 
markets are the primary stakeholders in this study. 
Therefore ethno-marketing methodology helps us 
understand the social and cultural behaviours 
exhibited by these stake holding groups. By social 
behaviours one refers to the organizations and 
institutions in the society that set a certain 
framework for social behavioural patterns. On the 
other hand, by cultural behaviours the reference is 
to the society’s belief systems, its traditional 
practices and established norms. So while social 
considerations are largely to do with current or 
contemporary behaviours, cultural considerations 
indicate a certain level of symbolism that can be 
either contemporary or borne out of ancient 
practices. Nevertheless, both of have to be studied 
to understand the value co-creation process given 
that the core stakeholders in this study – the firm 
service providers and the consumers – belong to the 
same social and cultural milieu but when business 
considerations are thrown into the mix their 
behaviours are likely to alter to an extent that they 
either cooperate in full or are conflicting in nature. 
As Groonros (1994 and 1997) suggests ethno-
marketing methodology helps the researcher to 
avoid over-generalization of market targeting and 
marketing process with uncalled for product or 
service variations and allows that more nuanced 
attention be given to the subtle dynamics that 
evolve in an agile business environment.  
Ethno-marketing therefore is a philosophy much 
like phenomenology and helps us in broadening the 
canvas of our understanding of the markets 
dynamics and the role played by the service 
provider and the consumer in building such 
dynamics. Ethno-consumerism a sub-strand of 
ethno-marketing is a dominant characteristic of this 
philosophy and investigates consumer behaviour 
from the prism of cultural realities of the stake 
holding groups in study. It begins by classifying 
culture into various categories and then examines 
the inter-linkages between these categories in terms 
of the actions, behaviours, words, thoughts and 
language demonstrated by such categories. This 
helps the field researcher to look at each 
participating respondent from an objective 
perspective and yet at a holistic level. Participant 
respondents – be they firm service providers or 
consumers – are looked at as part of the group they 
belong to and the cultural and social conditioning 
that has shaped their current behaviours, words, 
actions and thoughts. Costa and Bamossy (1995) in 
their interesting research work claim that the 
researcher is compelled, through the employment 
of this methodology, to study the participate 
respondent not in isolation but as a part of the 
social group or a cultural cluster that he is affiliated 
to. Ethno-consumerism offers a balanced platform 
to dig deeper into creating knowledge especially 
built from a cultural perspective (Venkatesh, 1995).  
Value Co-Creation in the Ethno-Marketing 
context  
Penaloza and Venkatesh (2006) in their seminal 
work have established the connect between ethno-
marketing and value co-creation. While studies on 
co-creation and ethno-marketing existed 
independently in scientific literature, their inter-
dependence, rather connect was first established by 
the above mentioned scholars. The scholars have 
looked at the transformative impact society and 
culture have in contextualizing marketing efforts 
especially in a fast paced, dynamic, technologically 
changing and demanding business ecosystem that 
we are placed in.  
As Helkkula et al (2012) argue consumers can be 
separated from the life-world situations in which 
they are placed. All consumers, irrespective of the 
method in which they are consuming a product or 
service experience value within the realm of life-
world. Life-world is based on the contextual 
conditioning of every individual in his or her 
everyday life. Life-world is largely conditioned by 
the social and cultural paraphernalia of knowledge, 
norms, identities, etc. So the aforementioned 
scholars claim that ethno-marketing fleshes out 
facets of cultural identity in that it provides a 
stronger focus on consumer’s subjective behaviour. 
Ethno-marketing also helps establish the relational 
context between the consumer and the service 
provider from that of a transaction between two 
entities on the demand and supply side to that of 
identifying these two entities as part of a 
community and the transaction between them as 
that of a social process. Additionally, ethno-
marketing identifies the nuances of cultural 
differences in a more explicit manner thereby 
removing any subjective judgment about the 
production-consumption process. From a service 
provider’s perspective, ethno-marketing helps in 
offering the much needed agility and reflexivity in 
building on-demand differentiation of the product 
or service being offered to the end consumer. So 
essentially, the principles of ethno-marketing if 
scoped well and applied to real world supplier-
consumer relationship, helps one understand the 
true level of value that can be co-created given that 
the service provider is able to construct the 
consumer’s preferences given his understanding of 
the socio-cultural milieu. This in common terms 
refers to the life-world experience as discussed in 
popular literature.  
Lusch and Vargo (2006) relate the larger 
dimensions of ethno-marketing to our concept of 
value co-creation by identifying value collaboration 
as an aspect of the socio-cultural construction and 
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which stands out as more subjective (and not 
objective), personal interactions between the 
service provider and the consumer, event specific 
and therefore more phenomenological. Habermas 
(1987) suggests that it is this manifestation of the 
socio-cultural construct on individual knowledge, 
identities and norms that makes the value co-
creation process as a torchbearer of a certain 
culture’s values, beliefs and traditions. Such culture 
can be limited to a geographical space, could be a 
locality or a region or a larger area, but the 
underlying principle is that of homogeneity in the 
acceptance of traditions and values by the affected 
set of people. For Example, I construe Shimoga 
district in Karnataka State, India as one such region 
given the homogeneity it displays in the adoption 
and acceptance of certain values, traditions and 
behaviours among its multi-stake stakeholders. 
Only where there is such homogeneity can one 
expect a certain level of acceptance of the product 
or service that emerges out of a collaboration 
process.  Only then can one say with definiteness 
that value co-creation is a two way process and 
impacts not just the service provider and the unique 
consumer in question but also the larger society or 
community in which they co-exist. Mowen and 
Minor (1998) endorse this perspective in their work 
by suggesting that ethno-marketing and value co-
creation find their true manifestation only when 
beliefs, values and traditions of the stakeholders 
determine the behaviours governing the 
collaboration or co-creation process.  
From a broader perspective, ethno-marketing has a 
synchronous relationship with phenomenology as 
both of them study the contextual life world and are 
concerned with capturing emotions and experiences 
of individuals from the lens of society and culture. 
Individuals do not operate in isolation. While their 
emotions are personal, the factors that shape their 
emotions are funnelled through their interactions 
with other actors on a mundane, day-to-day basis. 
Phenomenology helps encapsulate such emotions 
from the prism of both significant and insignificant 
exchanges that happen between the various actors 
and for the purpose of this study, the primary actors 
being the service provider and the consumer. 
Phenomenology when grounded in the right 
philosophical discourse of ethno-marketing 
therefore helps in understanding and 
contextualizing the relevance of value co-creation – 
especially the personalized experiences of the 
stakeholders -- that is the core essence of this study.  
Ethno-Marketing and phenomenology - 
Relationship 
The ontological and epistemological foundations of 
value co-creation can be better understood with the 
conceptual intertwining of the ethno-marketing 
philosophy with phenomenological methodology. 
To express simplistically, in the words of Woodruff 
Smith (2008) “phenomenology in the broadest of 
terms, and in philosophical context, is the study of 
phenomena as they appear in the experience of 
participants.” So in essence it is about the capturing 
of real life experience or phenomenon. As 
Angelides (2001) argues it is not the phenomenon 
as a whole, but the experience derived from the 
phenomenon, and the value assigned to it by the 
individual experiencing such phenomenon is what 
makes the methodology very individual centric. 
Therefore the scope for wrong or imputed 
attributions about a certain experience is simply 
unavailable to the researcher. This makes the study 
more stronger and ‘as is’ in nature. When the scope 
for descriptiveness in capturing emotions is taken 
away from the researcher given the tautness of 
phenomenology as a robust primary research 
methodology, researcher bias and translation losses 
simply cease to exist. From an epistemological 
perspective, phenomenological method offers the 
right platform for the researcher to conceptually 
perspective individual’s experience or the 
experience of a set of stakeholders (as in 
respondents in this study) according to the socio-
cultural and established norms of conduct. 
Objectivity therefore becomes the key to 
observation. Interpretation is not fashioned by the 
pre-determined or pre-set notions that the 
researcher has and therefore there is no scope for 
subjective treatment of either the actors or their 
actions. Cope (2003) argue that the sturdiness of 
phenomenology as a research method is largely due 
to its ability to establish the context of the 
phenomenon or experience in the right way and 
therefore its ability of imparting a subjective 
meaning to the concomitant life-world experiences. 
All emergent life-world experiences are then 
explained and interpreted only through the lens of 
established socio-cultural traditions, beliefs and 
norms. Therefore, the complexity involved in 
interpretation in other methods of research is done 
away with.  
As Spinelli (2005) in his rather  interesting paper 
claims that phenomenology not only establishes the 
contextual and subjective meaning of the 
experience of the actors involved, both individually 
as also in groups, but also explains the cultural 
meanings of such experiences to allow for coherent 
and succinct interpretations. Phenomenological 
method therefore much like ethno-marketing 
philosophy offers the researcher a broader canvas 
to understand the complexities inherent in the 
socio-cultural world based on which experiences 
are shaped and interpreted in a particular context. 
This then would mean the researcher just looks at 
the phenomenon from the outside but participates 
first hand in the experiences of such phenomenon. 
The researcher through the adoption of the ethno-
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marketing constructs in the phenomenological 
research methodology therefore gets to participate 
in the real world of the actors or participants that 
are subjects of her study and therefore is in a better 
position to understand complexities involved in 
phenomenological experiences from a more holistic 
perspective (Maxwell, 2005).  
Suffice it to say that phenomenological approach 
when combined with the ethno-marketing 
orientation or philosophy facilitates a broader 
understanding of the value collaboration and co-
creation process within the socio-cultural context.  
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